Introduction
English Language Learners (ELLs) are the fastest growing group of students in American public schools. According to Payán and Nettles (2008) , the ELL population doubled in 23 states between 1995 and 2005. The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that by 2050, the Hispanic school-age population will exceed the non-Hispanic white school-age public school population (Fry & Gonzalez, 2008) . Amidst these dramatic increases, ELL achievement remains among the lowest of all students. Testing (CRESST) has developed a list of five priorities for improving the validity of assessment systems for ELL students. We define validity as the degree to which an assessment system produces accurate information about ELL students' performance and provides a sound basis for policy decision-making. Our recommendations include improvements in: Research findings from the project that led to the specific recommendations are described throughout this document (see Appendix A for the list of CRESST reports including the 3-year project research). We conclude with our recommendations for new research and an urgent call to action.
We encourage states and school districts to use this document as a guide for discussion and action. Both an action guide (Appendix B) and a recommended readings list (Appendix C) are included at the end of this policy brief to help states and school districts discuss, evaluate, and improve the validity of their ELL accountability systems.
As with all CRESST's work, we welcome your feedback and suggestions.
English Language Proficiency Standards and Assessments
A valid ELL assessment system begins with clear, high quality standards and close alignment between standards and assessments. Standards, including content and performance expectations, establish goals for curriculum, teaching, and learning, whereas assessments provide data on how well students are doing. For systems to work well, the two must be in sync. Apply knowledge of sound/symbol relationships and • basic word-formation rules to derive meaning from written text (e.g., basic syllabication rules, regular and irregular plurals, and basic phonics).
Apply knowledge of academic and social vocabulary • while reading independently.
Be able to use a standard dictionary to find the • meanings of unfamiliar words.
Interpret the meaning of unknown words by using • knowledge gained from previously read text.
Understand idioms, analogies, and metaphors in • conversation and written text.
Understand and obtain meaning from a wide range • of texts available to native English speakers.
Read academic texts at the appropriate level.
• Understand a variety of literary genres.
Read and comprehend grammar and rhetorical • features appropriate for the grade level.
Master strategies of reading comparable to native • English-speaking students at their grade level.
Understand vocabulary that is basic and academic • and be able to figure out technical vocabulary.
Read and interpret texts across the curriculum. • standards to ensure their consistency with available knowledge Chamot & O'Malley, 1994; Scarcella, 2003; Schleppegrell, 2001 ).
ELL Classification and Reclassification
Because assessment data are used to draw inferences about ELL performance and often to compare performance across time and locales, the adequacy and consistency of ELL classification and reclassification are key issues to consider in improving the validity of ELL assessment systems. Figure 1 shows a typical process. Detail: We found that different reclassification policies were associated with different ranges in achievement gaps between ELL and non-ELL students. For example, reclassified students in states that required ELL students to reach the highest proficiency levels on their ELP test in order to exit ELL status often performed higher than their non-ELL peers on content assessments. On the other hand, reclassified students in states with more lenient ELL exit standards performed comparably to other ELL students on content assessments. We note that a strict reclassification policy may generate more long-term ELL students who have been identified as ELL for over 3 years. 
Content Assessments for ELL Students
Content assessments -for example, state assessments of math, science, or English language arts-are developed for the purpose of measuring knowledge, skills, and understanding of academic content (i.e., the intended construct). A fundamental validity concern for any assessment is that it measures the intended construct(s) and is not confounded by constructs that are not the and empirical study of ELL performance during field and/ or operational tests. We recommend that content reviews of linguistic complexity be combined with differential item functioning analyses for ELL students to identify items that may be biased against ELLs, that is, those items that ELL students miss at a substantially higher rate than non-ELL students of the same ability level. Biased items should be carefully examined and revised or replaced as appropriate. Our research results clearly indicated that easy items (based on non-ELL students' performance) with more complex language are likely to function differentially against ELL students (Wolf & Leon, 2009 ). States and/ or test developers should make efforts to examine ELL students' performance and the language characteristics in their content assessments.
ELL Test Accommodations
Test accommodations are changes intended to make content tests more accessible for students who otherwise But just having guidelines is not enough. In our studies, we found that most schools did not have an ELL specialist or coordinator. These schools often had difficulty following sound accommodation practices, resulting in incorrect or even no accommodations provided to ELL students. State policy accommodations should specify:
Who is eligible for accommodations? We found that many teachers did not know who was eligible for accommodations. When teachers clearly know who is eligible for accommodations, they usually provide similar accommodations during instruction and classroom assessment, thereby helping ELL students prepare for state-level tests.
Who makes accommodation decisions?
We recommend that a team of both content and ELL teachers be the decision makers who meet regularly to identify students' needs and assign appropriate accommodations.
Accommodations assignment criteria. State guidelines should specify useful assignment criteria to local decision makers, based on students' native language, levels of English language proficiency, content test results, and instructional practice. For example, one of our studies found a positive accommodation effect when it was administered to ELL students who had acquired content knowledge and had previous experience with the given accommodation. Such research-based examples could help inform specific state guidelines. We also found a substantial mismatch between state and local school records of accommodations administered to individual ELL students. As part of the test administration procedures, schools also should document who was involved in accommodation decisions and the accommodations each ELL student received.
Entry of accommodations data in a statewide database (see Recommendation 2.4) can promote transparency across different levels of reporting (i.e., state, district, and school) and can function to increase the accuracy of school accommodation records. Accessible to teachers, the database should contain ELL characteristics (e.g., native language, English language proficiency levels, mobility) and the types of accommodations provided to each student. Establishing systematic recording practices will provide valuable information to improve the validity of assessing ELL students' content knowledge and skills.
The information will also help states identify successful and less successful accommodation strategies for specific student groups and individual students. 
Teacher Capacity and ELL Students' Opportunity to Learn
Accountability systems are intended to support the improvement of learning. The quality of ELL students' opportunity to learn the knowledge and develop the skills that will be assessed and teachers' capacity to meet student needs, while not primary emphases in our studies, are fundamental to such improvement. In addressing the validity of assessment for ELL students, some of our study findings also have implications for (a) the nature of the curriculum and instruction that can engage ELL students and (b) for teacher capacities that need to be developed. Detail: When appropriately and effectively used, testing accommodations are an important way to increase the validity of content assessment for ELL students.
Accommodations also offer an essential strategy for providing ELL students access to content curriculum that is delivered in English (i.e., without accommodations, ELL students' language skills may limit their ability to benefit from content curriculum and instruction). Consistent with previous research, our findings imply that even direct 
Future Research Agenda
Continuing research on assessment and instruction of ELL students must be conducted to provide empirical evidence that supports and improves current reform efforts. We particularly call for more rigorous research on the following eight topics to improve both the validity and quality of ELL assessment systems. Longitudinal studies that track the same ELL students across multiple years are likely to provide more information for long-term solutions than short-term, cross-sectional studies.
Topic 1. ELL Policy.
Although NCLB has been in effect since 2002 and places strong emphasis on adequate yearly progress for all students including ELL students, very little research has directly examined NCLB's effect on ELLs. Looking at whether and how current programs are affecting ELL students' learning is essential to improving current policy and practices. But solid studies will require resolution of some of the issues addressed in this policy brief.
Additional research in this area would likely lead to improved educational policies, both nationally and at state levels, which in turn could lead to improved outcomes for ELL students. Our research revealed that states using the same ELP assessment often employed different scoring and reporting systems. For instance, some states used a composite score of four modality scores (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) equally whereas some states weighted each modality score differently to create a composite score.
Different weighting and reporting methods will produce different decisions related to ELL students. Additional research would increase our knowledge regarding the extent of such practices and potentially lead to more consistent and valid practices.
Topic 4. Develop research-based item-writing guidelines for accessible and fair test construction for ELL students.
We discussed earlier that item-writing rules could reduce unnecessary linguistic complexity in content assessments.
Research that examines which writing rules and how the writing rules are most effective would provide helpful information to states and assessment developers alike.
The research could also lead to principles for guiding the language characteristics of content assessments.
For instance, Abedi, Courtney, and Leon (2003) discuss several principles including the use of high frequency words, avoiding colloquial and double-meaning words, and reduction of unnecessary expository materials for mathematics assessments.
The concept of Universal Design has been promoted for the assessment of students with disabilities but may also hold promise for ELL students (Thompson, Johnstone, & Thurlow, 2002) . New types of assessments, including computer and game-based strategies, may also work for ELL students. Designing assessments that are accessible to the greatest number of students possible could reduce the need for accommodations. A significant proportion of ELL students never exits ELL status and continues to lag behind their peers. For example, in California more than 50-60% of ELL students remain in ELL status for more than 10 years (Grissom, 2004; Parrish et al., 2006) with continued low-performance compared to their reclassified peers 
Call to Action
The ELL performance gap is one of the most challenging 
APPENDIX B ACTION GUIDE FOR IMPROVED ELL ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS
The following action guide is intended to help states and school districts discuss, evaluate, and improve the validity of their ELL accountability systems. Page 14 includes space for listing either state or school district improvement goals.
